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What's a Poor White to Bo? 
White South African Options in 
u A Sport of Nature"1 
R I C H A R D P E C K 
A 
x \ . s T H E SOUTH AFRICAN TRAGEDY gains m o m e n t u m dai ly , one 
looks i n v a i n for a wh i t e role w h i c h migh t ease the t ransi t ion to 
major i ty rule i n Sou th A f r i c a a n d reduce the to l l of life there. 2 
Unfor tuna te ly , not even i n the best of commi t t ed whi te fiction, 
where one migh t hope for inf luent ia l visions to arise first, do we 
find a v is ion w h i c h is compe l l ing . 
N a d i n e G o r d i m e r ' s most recent novel , A Sport of Nature 
( 1 9 8 7 ) , 3 examines a n d rejects a variety of whi te South A f r i c a n 
roles — conservative, hedonist, a n d l ibera l — a n d offers a v is ion 
of a more revolut ionary alternative. T h e v is ion , unfortunately, 
seems less t han compe l l ing , even to G o r d i m e r herself. I t seems to 
be a n attempt to push beyond the revolut ionary alternative en-
dorsed i n Burger's Daughter ( 1 9 7 9 ) . 4 The re she rejected the 
approach of the Sou th A f r i c a n C o m m u n i s t Par ty a n d proposed 
an alternative evident ly in tended to be more h u m a n e . 5 I n A 
Sport of Nature she recognizes that the proposal offered i n 
Burger's Daughter d i d not adequately come to terms w i t h the 
power relationships so c ruc i a l to change i n South A f r i c a a n d 
proposes a new alternative w h i c h faces the demands of power 
more squarely. H o w e v e r , she seems less than pleased w i t h the 
result. A s i f uncer ta in wha t to th ink, she so distances herself f rom 
the new approach that i t is not clear whether she has endorsed i t 
or condemned it. H e r ambiva lence m a y w e l l arise f rom its sacri-
fice of humane means to ends that are at best uncer ta in a n d quite 
possibly unat t ract ive. 
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I n A Sport of Nature the female relatives of the protagonist , 
H i l l e l a , represent the three least satisfactory whi te options. H e r 
A u n t O l g a is happy w i t h the status q u o ; her mother , R u t h i e , 
flees Sou th A f r i c a ; a n d her A u n t Pau l ine is as commi t t ed a l ibe ra l 
as we have seen i n G o r d i m e r ' s works. H i l l e l a herself at first u n -
consciously follows her mother 's hedonistic escapism, but later 
develops th rough several more commi t t ed approaches. 
I n O l g a , G o r d i m e r continues her long-s tanding but mu ted 
cr i t i c i sm of conservative whites. O l g a is k i n d to her servants a n d 
preserves strong fami ly feeling a n d a respect for her Jewish t r ad i -
tions, but is preoccupied w i t h mater ia l values a n d obl ivious to 
poli t ics. O l g a a n d her husband "can ' t take pleasure i n any th ing 
that hasn't a marke t v a l u e " ( 1 8 ) . Pau l ine notes to H i l l e l a that 
O lga ' s react ion to the Sharpevi l le massacre is that 
. . . I 've no right to deprive you of a holiday. F o r reasons of my 
own. T h a t was her phrase exactly: 'for reasons of your own ' . 
That ' s a l l Sharpeville and sixty-nine dead meant to her. (27) 
A n d Olga ' s react ion to poli t ics "is always to be afra id of trouble !" 
( 2 5 ) . She is thankfu l for the pol ice a n d the courts because they 
" lock away burglars, rapists, embezzlers, car thieves, murderers 
where they cou ldn ' t threaten decent people any longer" ( 3 2 7 ) . 
G o r d i m e r takes i t as g iven that apartheid is indefensible, 8 a n d 
considers most w h o support i t to be smugly ignorant a n d mate-
rial ist ic , faults wor thy more of contempt than of great m o r a l 
vehemence. 7 
G o r d i m e r has shown more interest over the years i n those w h o 
flee Sou th A f r i c a . These come i n two varieties : those so overcome 
by the m o r a l d i lemmas of Sou th A f r i c a that they at tempt to 
defect (as d i d R o s a Burge r ) ; a n d those oblivious to Sou th A f r i c a n 
realities w h o flee on hedonistic journeys. G o r d i m e r rejects bo th 
approaches, but w i t h considerable unders tanding. Those w h o 
at tempt to defect she uses to dr ive home the impossibi l i ty of 
escape a n d the necessity of commi tment . A n d the hedonists she 
uses as a source of pr inciples w h i c h human ize her commi t t ed 
protagonists. 
Hedon i s t i c flight figures as p rominent ly i n A Sport of Nature 
as it d i d i n Burger's Daughter. Con rad ' s hedonism forms one of 
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the theses i n the d ia lec t ica l a rgument of Burger's Daughter. 
G o r d i m e r rejects the hedonism but uses C o n r a d ' s emphasis on 
emot ion to cr i t ic ize the excessive ideologizat ion of the Communis t s 
a n d as a source of the emot iona l reaction to suffering w h i c h is 
central to Rosa's commi t t ed synthesis. 8 I n A Sport of Nature the 
hedonism figures so strongly that Kraus s has conc luded (mis-
takenly) that i t is H i l l e l a ' s essence, m a k i n g her no th ing more 
than " a h ighly impressionable sexual object ." 9 B u t here too G o r d i -
mer rejects the hedonism whi l e va lo r i z ing some of its constituent 
elements. 
R u t h i c has fled "the C a l v i n i s m a n d koshering of this p lace" i n 
search of "passion a n d t ragedy" i n the fado songs of M o z a m b i q u e 
(46) , abandon ing her c h i l d H i l l e l a , and leav ing beh ind for her 
l i t t le more than drafts of letters to her Portuguese lover ( 48-50 ). 
She has rejected both O lga ' s mater ia l i sm a n d Paul ine 's love of 
her fel low m a n to pursue the love of one m a n (49), a n d that 
expressed i n joyously physical terms. 
Ne i the r i n her youth (4; 47 ) nor w h e n she meets R u t h i e m u c h 
later (289-99) does H i l l e l a show any fami ly feeling for the 
mother she has ha rd ly k n o w n . B u t she does respond to the 
descriptions of physical love i n Ruth ie ' s letters, a n d unconsciously 
follows R u t h i e i n her sexual freedom, her scant at tention to both 
Olga ' s mater ia l i sm a n d Paul ine ' s l ibera l ism, a n d her flight f rom 
Sou th A f r i c a because of a m a n w h o subsequently abandons her. 
H i l l e l a i n her early years is obl iv ious to Sou th A f r i c a n realities 
a n d bent on a rebellious pursui t of pleasure. I n Paul ine ' s words : 
"She's a -mora l . I mean , i n the sense of the mora l i ty of this 
coun t ry" (44). 
H i l l e l a is not a conservative accommodat ionis t , since part of 
her amora l i ty is an attractive unwil l ingness to pay attention to the 
categories that order life i n South A f r i c a : she is t h r o w n out of her 
Rhodes i an school for v i s i t ing a C o l o u r e d boy (12-13); s n e e x " 
plodes i n defence of her father's new wife B i l l i e w h o m O l g a thinks 
too " ta r ty" to be a fit mother (17); a n d she ignores the A f r i k a n e r 
background of her mus ica l f r iend G e r t Pr ins loo (54-6). W h e n 
she meets R e y she pays no attention to his nat ional i ty : "categories 
were never relevant to her o rder ing of l i f e" (108). E v e n i n 
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m a k i n g love to her cousin Sasha she refuses to categorize people 
(32). 
N o r is H i l l e l a a l ibera l , since she is also amora l i n her deliberate 
i gno r ing of poli t ics i n Sou th A f r i c a . T o show this G o r d i m e r fre-
quent ly juxtaposes po l i t i ca l events a n d discussions against i n d i c a -
tions that H i l l e l a is totally obl ivious to them. T w o examples 
suffice to il lustrate this pa t t e rn . 1 0 I n one of the earliest occurrences 
of the pattern, H i l l e l a greets Pau l ine a n d Ca ro l e as they protest 
the fo rmat ion of the Sou th A f r i c a n R e p u b l i c , then returns to her 
coffee bar to s ing folk songs, getting t h r o w n out w h e n the pro-
prietor smells m a r i j u a n a ( 5 2 - 3 ) . T h e crudest such juxtaposi t ion 
is the reference to torture i n the observation that "wh i l e electric 
currents were passing th rough the reproduct ive organs of others, 
H i l l e l a h a d a n abo r t i on" ( 1 1 4 ) . W h e n H i l l e l a flees Sou th A f r i c a 
w i t h R e y , the reader agrees w i t h Pau l ine that : 
Smoking pot i n a coffee bar, that was more in that little girl 's 
l i n e . . . . She has no poli t ical sense, no convictions, not the faintest 
i dea . . . . ( 121-2) 
Paul ine ' s explana t ion for H i l l e l a ' s flight is accurate a n d clearly 
establishes the para l le l w i t h R u t h i e : 
At tached herself to some m a n — that's what it was a l l about, 
He was the one who had to go. 
Pauline and O l g a were only two of three sisters, after a l l ; stil l . 
At tached herself to some man. 
M y poor Ruth ie . ( 123) 
G o r d i m e r uses elements of H i l l e l a ' s hedonistic youth as bases 
for her more commi t t ed later approaches. H i l l e l a ' s refusal to use 
Sou th A f r i c a n categories i n her assessment of people is c ruc ia l , as 
is her sexuali ty a n d the love for an i n d i v i d u a l m a n . G o r d i m e r 
valorizes H i l l e l a ' s love for a black m a n 1 1 as the source both of her 
Utopian v i s ion a n d of the mot iva t ion for her search for means of 
rea l iz ing that v is ion . A s i n Burger's Daughter, hedonistic escapism 
is rejected, but used to humanize and motivate the protagonist i n 
her commi tmen t . 
F o r the l ibe ra l approach G o r d i m e r reserves a v i t r i o l w h i c h has 
g r o w n ever stronger over the years. A s ex-communists are said to 
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make the strongest ant i -communis ts , G o r d i m e r ' s o w n attempt to 
move beyond l ibera l i sm leads her to be increasingly unforg iv ing 
of l ibera ls . 1 2 She increasingly finds the l iberal ism a hypocr i t i ca l 
a t t i tud in iz ing w h i c h salves the consciences of its adherents wh i l e 
con t r ibu t ing no th ing to needed change i n Sou th A f r i c a . I n recent 
years G o r d i m e r has evidently seen her po l i t i ca l task as punc tu r ing 
the delusions of Sou th Af r i ca ' s liberals and proposing more effica-
cious a n d more commi t t ed alternatives. 
I n A Sport of Nature the liberals, Pau l ine a n d Joe, are at tacked 
as mercilessly as were the Smaleses of G o r d i m e r ' s 1981 July's 
People,13 of w h o m H a r d w i c k concludes that "something is askew 
i n the vehemence of the m o r a l rebuke to the Smaleses, husband 
a n d w i f e . " 1 4 T h e falseness of Pau l ine a n d Joe's posi t ion is treated 
no more k ind ly , despite the fact that they are more commi t t ed 
a n d active than most of Gord imer ' s liberals. 
Pau l ine criticizes Joe's activities as a lawyer defending pol i t i ca l 
cases, asking 
W h a t w i l l you be at our Nuremberg? . . . T h e one who tried to 
serve justice through the rule of law, or the one who betrayed 
justice by trying to serve it through the rule of unjust laws? (67) 
B u t Paul ine 's o w n activities are no more than me l io ra t ive : she 
defends a black wai ter verbal ly abused by a schoolgir l (19-23) ; 
she organizes a Sa turday school to compensate for the inade-
quacies of " B a n t u E d u c a t i o n " ( 2 2 - 2 3 ) ; s ^ e distributes leaflets 
against the V e r w o e r d republ ic , u n t i l she hears that l iberals are 
being arrested a n d destroys the r ema in ing leaflets (60-61 ) ; a n d 
she goes to protest meetings ( 5 2 ) . She a n d Joe do give a id to a 
fleeing B l a c k Consciousness activist ( 7 3 - 7 8 ) . B u t w h e n one of 
R o s a Burger 's c i rcle earlier asked Pau l ine to shelter an activist, 
P a u l i n e refused, p lead ing that it w o u l d endanger Joe's "absolutely 
necessary" work as a l awyer ( 2 9 ) . A n d Pau l ine feels caught out 
i n her hypocrisy w h e n H i l l e l a looks at her i n a k n o w i n g w a y 
( 4 7 ) . Sasha accuses them of being "careful not to let any th ing 
happen to y o u " ( 3 9 ) . H i l l e l a characterizes their approach as 
hesitations and doubts, the shilly-shallying of what was more 
effective between this commitment or that, this second-hand 
protest or that. (209) 
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It was, she says, noth ing but talk : 
Everybody talked and argued . . . A n d whenever I heard them 
again, they were still ta lking and arguing, l iv ing the same way i n 
the same p lace. ( 2 2 2 ) 
I n A Sport of Nature G o r d i m e r criticizes most strongly the 
liberals ' i nab i l i t y to find a role i n a South A f r i c a n history w h i c h 
is mul t i -e thnic a n d p r edominandy black. T h e relations of Pau l ine 
a n d Joe w i t h other ethnic groups are presented as any th ing but 
easy a n d na tu ra l . P a u l i n e suspects others of ant i-semit ism ( 3 6 ) , 
a n d a l l members of her f ami ly are clear ly pre judiced against 
Af r ikaners (36 , 5 4 ) . B u t more serious are their s trained relations 
w i t h blacks. T h e y are unable to cr i t ic ize the unwise activities of 
one of their black proteges ( 5 8 - 9 ) . Sasha concludes that Paul ine ' s 
"b lacks were l ike A u n t O lga ' s whatnots, they were hand led w i t h 
such care not to say or do any th ing that might ch ip the fr iendship 
they a l lowed her to c l a i m " ( 3 1 7 ) . G o r d i m e r criticizes this by 
contrast w i t h Sasha's more na tu ra l relationships w i t h blacks ( 8 3 , 
3 1 7 ) , a n d by contrast w i t h H i l l e l a ' s unwil l ingness to categorize 
people, a n d her later marriages w i t h blacks. H i l l e l a has an honest 
a n d innocent recogni t ion of the impor tance of r ac ia l differences 
( 1 7 7 ) , but sees beyond them. W h e n she marries the black revo-
lu t ionary W h a i l a she " h a d wha t [Paul ine a n d Joe] cou ldn ' t find : 
a sign i n her marr iage , a sure a n d certain inst ruct ion to w h i c h 
one cou ld a t tach oneself a n d feel the tug of h is tory" ( 1 9 9 ) . 1 5 
H i l l e l a has "g iven u p be ing w h i t e " but reports that Pau l ine a n d 
Joe " w a n t e d to but they d idn ' t seem to k n o w h o w " ( 1 8 6 ) . 
N o r do Pau l ine a n d Joe have any vis ion of the future or of the 
means for a t t a in ing it. Sasha criticizes their ra t ional i ty at the 
expense of a Utopian v is ion, no t ing that "Without Utopia . . . 
there's a failure of the imagination — and that's a failure to know 
how to go on living" ( 1 8 7 ) . 1 6 H e says he hated them because he 
"expected them to have solutions but they only h a d questions" 
( 317 ) . W h e n Sasha later returns to revolut ionary act ivi ty , we are 
to ld that " n o t h i n g i n the advantages of his youth h a d prepared 
h i m fo r" his circumstances ( 3 3 5 ) . 
I f G o r d i m e r demolishes the conservative, hedonist, a n d l ibera l 
pre-revolut ionary whi te stances, she has considerably less success 
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m o v i n g beyond them. She has been searching for an al ternative to 
l ibera l i sm w h i c h w o u l d be more efficacious i n p romot ing change, 
but w h i c h w o u l d preserve the humanis t ic elements that have 
g iven l ibera l i sm its appeal . Y e t she has fai led i n her search, once 
o n each side of the equat ion . R o s a Burger 's post- l iberal alternative 
preserved humane values but seemed unl ike ly to be efficacious i n 
con t r ibu t ing to needed change. H i l l e l a ' s al ternative is efficacious, 
but m a y not preserve h u m a n e values. 
H i l l e l a is d r a w n to pa r t i c ipa t ion i n the Sou th A f r i c a n cause 
because of her love for W h a i l a . She moves th rough love for one 
m a n to love for a people a n d eventually to the cause as a w a y to 
express that love. I n the end she finds an efficacious means of 
p romot ing change. B u t G o r d i m e r ' s ambiva lent a n d often sardonic 
treatment of H i l l e l a suggests that G o r d i m e r is apprehensive about 
the sacrifice of h u m a n e values inherent i n H i l l e l a ' s approach . 
H i l l e l a ' s love for W h a i l a transforms her f rom her o ld hedonism. 
W h a i l a asks himself " W h a t a m I to you , that you transform your-
self" ( 181 ) ? A n d after his death H i l l e l a asks herself "What am I 
without him? And if, without him, I am nothing, what was I?" 
( 2 1 5 ) . H i l l e l a reads the revolut ionary doctr ine she h a d earlier 
ignored ( 1 8 0 ) . She part icipates i n po l i t i ca l discussions w h i c h 
before left her daydreaming ( 183-6 ) . She comes to terms w i t h the 
necessity for violence, i n c l u d i n g the possibility that " innocen t" 
people m a y be k i l l ed ( 2 0 7 ) . A n d she worries about the role of 
whites i n the revolut ion , m a i n t a i n i n g that she herself has "g iven 
u p being w h i t e " ( 1 8 6 ) . W h e n she has their b lack c h i l d she is 
del ighted not to have reproduced herself w i t h a l l the advantages 
of her whiteness ( 1 9 5 ) . 1 7 
M u c h of H i l l e l a ' s t ransformat ion is derivat ive, a deference to 
the ideas of others. She defers to the exiles: " teach me, she s a i d " 
( 1 8 0 ) . W h e n N k r u m a h dies, she "assum[es] inst inct ively f rom 
observance of those w i t h w h o m she l ived the appropr ia te a t t i tude" 
( 190-91 ) . A n d w h e n she tells W h a i l a that she cannot imagine the 
deaths of innocents "he was aware of her w a i t i n g for h i m to tel l 
her wha t she should be feeling about the u n i m a g i n a b l e " ( 2 0 7 ) . 
" T h e ideas of others w o r k e d i n H i l l e l a ' s b lood l ike a l c o h o l " 
( 1 8 3 ) . 
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B u t H i l l e l a ' s most impor t an t change is not der iva t ive : i t i n -
volves the Utopian vision w h i c h her love for W h a i l a gives her. 
T h e v is ion is of a t ime w h e n love between whi te a n d b lack can 
be free a n d na tura l , a t ime i n w h i c h i t w i l l make sense for a black 
a n d a whi te to say that their c h i l d is "ou r co lour" ( 178-9 ) , a t ime 
i n w h i c h a " r a i n b o w f a m i l y " ( 2 0 7 ) w i l l be possible. H i l l e l a ' s 
v is ion arises f rom her refusal to pay attention to categories a m o n g 
people, the most attractive characteristic of her hedonist ic you th . 
I n n a ï v e innocence w h i c h echoes the delusions of l ibera l i sm, she 
lives i n the u top ia as i f i t were the reali ty, at least u n ü l W h a i l a ' s 
assassination awakens her f rom her delusion. A l t h o u g h W h a i l a 
finds i t a n at tractive v is ion , i t does not originate w i t h h i m . W h e n 
H i l l e l a first announces that she wants their c h i l d to be "ou r 
co lour , " W h a i l a ' s react ion is one of " d o l o u r " about this "creature 
made of love, w i thou t a l a b e l ; that's a freak" ( 1 7 8 - 9 ) . A n d i t 
cer tainly does not or iginate w i t h Pau l ine . W h e n she hears that 
H i l l e l a has ma r r i ed W h a i l a , her react ion is that " i t solves no th ing . 
. . . Fee l ing free to sleep w i t h a b lack m a n doesn't set h i m free" 
( 1 8 7 ) . 
G o r d i m e r celebrates H i l l e l a ' s v is ion . W h e n P a u l i n e denigrates 
H i l l e l a ' s marr iage , Sasha (perhaps the only character w h o has 
G o r d i m e r ' s complete confidence) writes i n r ep ly : 
Instinct is Utopian. Emotion is Utopian.. .. Without utopia . .. 
there's a failure of the imagination — and that's a failure to know 
how to go on living. It will take another kind of being to stay on, 
here. A new white person. Not us. The chance is a wild chance 
— like falling in love. ( 187) 
W e hear of H i l l e l a ' s "s ign i n her mar r i age" ( 1 9 9 ) . W h a i l a too 
saw their own closeness as a sign; the human cause, the human 
identity that should be possible, once the race and class struggle 
were won. W i t h her, it was already one w o r l d ; what could be. 
(208) 
H i l l e l a ' s love for W h a i l a leads her to identify w i t h his cause, 
symbol ized by their handclasp w h e n he tells her about a r a i d in to 
Sou th A f r i c a : " H e was lover a n d brother to her i n the great 
f ami ly of a cause" ( 2 1 0 ) . B u t her ident i f icat ion has ha rd ly begun 
before W h a i l a is assassinated. 
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T h e shor tcoming of H i l l e l a ' s approach , of course, is that she is 
l i v i n g i n a "'time that hasn't yet come'" ( 2 3 3 ) . She has de luded 
herself by ignor ing the realities of power, symbol ized by the assas-
sinat ion of W h a i l a . H e r love for her r a inbow family , she realizes, 
"can't be got away with, it's cornered, it's easily done away with 
in two shots" (232 ) . She n o w expresses her love i n terms of revenge 
for W h a i l a ' s death, i n an ident i f icat ion w i t h the r a inbow fami ly 
defined i n broader terms, a n d i n an attempt to carry on the cause 
symbol ized by the handclasp. She understands that 
the handclasp belongs to tragedy, not grief. . . . A tragedy ... is 
when a human being is destroyed engaging himself with events 
greater than personal relationships . . . tragedy is a sign that the 
struggle must go on. (215) 
H i l l e l a ' s dedica t ion to the cause goes through stages broadly 
para l le l ing the foreign policies of the regions i n w h i c h she finds 
(or places) herself. I n Eastern E u r o p e she attempts to dedicate 
herself to the weapons for l ibe ra t ion ; i n the U n i t e d States she 
seeks h u m a n i t a r i a n a i d for those ha rmed by the l ibera t ion wars ; 
a n d i n A f r i c a she searches for A f r i c a n levers of power. 
H i l l e l a ' s first react ion to W h a i l a ' s death is a fanat ica l ded ica-
t ion . H e r o ld fr iend a n d lover A r n o l d notes both the change a n d 
the fanat ic ism, t h i n k i n g that "she was part of the preoccupat ion 
she once h a d disrupted so na tu ra l ly" ( 2 1 8 ) a n d te l l ing others 
later that "she was the type to have become a terrorist, a hi jacker. 
. . . I t wasn' t that she was undisc ip l ined ; no discipl ine was de-
m a n d i n g enough for he r" ( 2 1 9 ) . She so submerges herself i n the 
cause that "no history of her really can be personal history, then ; 
its ends were a l l apparent ly outside herself" ( 2 2 5 ) . She reflects 
that "the handclasp is the only love made flesh. L e a r n that. R e a d 
the handclasp, l ea rn ing the k i n d of love i n the cal ibre a n d s t r ik ing 
power of ha rdware" ( 2 3 3 ) . 
W h y H i l l e l a abandons this phase is left unclear , a n d even 
deliberately confused, by G o r d i m e r . B u t it seems l ikely that it is 
because the activities she is a l lowed do not satisfy her fanat ic ism. 
F o r a l l her dedica t ion to "the cal ibre and s t r ik ing power of ha rd -
ware" her activities ha rd ly go beyond typing , t ranslat ion, a n d 
g iv ing occasional speeches. She condemns herself as she once con-
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demned Pau l ine a n d Joe : " n o w I ' m gett ing l ike them . . . I ' m 
ta lk ing , t a l k i n g " ( 2 2 3 ) . A n d her Russ ian fr iend Pave l comments 
that she is too m u c h the ind iv idua l i s t to be merely a funct ionary : 
" Y o u got your o w n talent" ( 2 3 0 ) . 
I n the U . S . she turns her talent to an able use of bureaucracy 
a n d academia to benefit the l ibera t ion movements a n d the A f r i -
cans damaged by the l ibera t ion wars, w h i c h she n o w sees as her 
real r a i n b o w fami ly ( 2 5 1 ) . She tells her o ld fr iend U d i " I a m 
not a bureaucrat , I have to use bureaucracy," a n d says she is 
us ing i t " l o o k i n g for ways to free W h a i l a " ( 2 4 9 ) . She says later 
" I wan ted to get r i d of the people w h o came to the flat a n d shot 
W h a i l a , . . . [all Sou th A f r i c a n whites] because a l l of them, they 
let it happen" ( 2 6 7 ) . B u t she gets sidetracked in to a preoccupa-
t ion w i t h the suffering caused by the wars : 
now it's soup powder I've been dol ing out. W h e n you see every-
thing reduced to hunger . . . [y]ou only want to find something to 
stuff i n those mouths. Y o u lose a l l sense of what you wanted to 
do. (268) 
But H i l l e l a rejects this approach as w e l l , a n d i n h a v i n g H i l l e l a 
do so G o r d i m e r emphasizes the weakness of the posi t ion i n w h i c h 
she left R o s a Burger . A l t h o u g h H i l l e l a never gives reasons for 
" m o v i n g o n " once again , it is not h a r d to find them i n comments 
made by her o l d fr iend U d i a n d by the Genera l . O f her w o r k w i t h 
the bureaucracy U d i asks: 
what can that sort of thing achieve. It w i l l be the b ig powers 
who ' l l decide what happens to blacks. A n d the power of other 
black heads of state influencing the big powers. A waste, yes . . . 
it's this that's a waste of your life — ( 249) 
A n d R e u e l (the Gene ra l ) comments of her " d o l i n g out soup 
p o w d e r " that "that 's not getting rid" ( 2 6 8 ) . H e has earlier 
expla ined "they send us guns a n d soup powder , êh . Some get the 
guns. Tha t ' s the impor tan t th ing , to be the side that gets the 
guns. Y o u w i l l never come to power on soup p o w d e r " ( 267 ) . 
I n the Genera l , soon to be President, H i l l e l a recognizes a means 
of p l ac ing herself on the side that gets the guns, a means of obta in-
i n g influence th rough a black head of state. "She must have h a d 
a pretty good i n k l i n g he was sure of gett ing back into power" 
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( 2 6 9 ) . She sees i n h i m one w h o w i l l not die, one w h o knows how 
to use weapons i n the cause, one whose handclasp "is on recogni-
t ion , irresist ible" (281 ) . A n d , i n fact, w h e n the Gene ra l becomes 
President he a n d H i l l e l a help the South A f r i c a n l ibera t ion move-
ments : 1 8 
safe houses were provided and the experienced lobbying ability 
and growing prestige of the President were brought into play in 
the wor ld to obtain increasing support for those who temporarily 
occupied the safe houses. . . . [Hi l le la ] was always present at these 
negotiations. . . . (332) 
W h e n the South A f r i c a n revolut ion arrives the President (now 
C h a i r m a n of the O A U as wel l ) "was part of the negotiations that 
cont inued outside the country concurrent ly w i t h undeclared c iv i l 
war there," a n d he later is " a n extremely useful adviser to the 
black l ibera t ion leaders" i n their negotiations w i t h the corpora-
tions. " S o , i n m a n y ways, he can be regarded as a brother w h o 
has been part of the Sou th A f r i c a n l ibera t ion struggle i n accor-
dance w i t h the o ld P a n - A f r i c a n i d e a l " ( 337 ) . 
B y at taching herself to R e u e l , H i l h l a has found a way beyond 
the dead end of R o s a Burger 's compassionate wait-and-see, a way 
to exert leverage i n the South A f r i c a n power equat ion whi le leav-
i n g i t to blacks to make the revolut ion a n d define the South 
A f r i c a n future. I f her con t r ibu t ion is m a r g i n a l , it is as large as any 
South A f r i c a n whi te i n the opposi t ion cou ld hope to make . I n 
fact, i t is certainly larger than any but a handfu l of whites could 
hope to make, g iven the l im i t ed number of A f r i c a n heads of state 
a n d the minuscule number w i l l i n g to mar ry whi te South Afr icans 
however dedicated a n d however sexually imagina t ive . 
If G o r d i m e r intends A Sport of Nature to be " in sp i r a t i ona l , " 
clearly her message is more about strategy than about tact ical 
details. T h e point is that love and compassion a n d the Utopian 
vis ion they create are necessary but not sufficient i n the South 
A f r i c a n setting, that commi t t ed whites must find leverage i n the 
power equat ion. S u c h tact ical details as are generalizable suggest 
that the search for levers of power requires a certain rootlessness 
and ruthlessness, adaptabi l i ty a n d surv iva l sk i l l , coupled w i t h a 
will ingness to take advantage of whatever sources of power one 
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m a y have. G o r d i m e r strongly emphasizes these characteristics i n 
H i l l e l a , a l though it is less clear that she endorses them. 
T h e novel opens w i t h a s ignal of H i l l e l a ' s rootlessness as she 
changes her name f rom the " K i m " used at school to the " H i l l e l a " 
used w i t h her fami ly , w i t h both names equal ly meaningless to her 
( 3 ) . B o t h early a n d late i n the novel we hear of her lack of feeling 
for her mother ; a n d throughout the novel H i l l e l a is either "some-
where about" or " m o v i n g o n , " d r o p p i n g parents, relatives, o ld 
friends, acquaintances, a n d lovers as she goes. 1 9 W h e n the Pres i -
dent gives her an Igbo version of his name ( 3 0 3 ) , her rootlessness 
is comple te : O l g a recognizes her i n the newspaper only by her 
face, there being no th ing fami l i a r left of her name ( 3 0 4 ) . G o r d i -
mer suggests that such rootlessness is a requisite to being able to 
"give up being w h i t e " a n d seek out levers of power wherever they 
m a y present themselves. B u t it is not to be celebrated. W h a i l a 
finds that "sometimes [Hil le la ' s ] lack of any ident i f icat ion w i t h 
her o w n people d ismayed h i m . . . there was something missing i n 
h e r . . . l i k e a l i m b or a n o r g a n " ( 2 0 8 ) . A n d the President has 
stronger feeling for the impor tance of H i l l e l a ' s k insh ip to her 
mother than has H i l l e l a herself ( 2 9 6 ) . 
Ruthlessness too m a y be necessary but is not to be celebrated. 
H i l l e l a has no difficulty impos ing on people. A s she flees South 
A f r i c a "friends w h o h a d offered her ' something to wear ' h a d not 
failed to notice she took the best garments" ( 1 1 9 ) , a n d she en-
dangers her uncle Joe a n d his work by asking h i m to contravene 
exchange cont ro l restrictions for her ( 122 ) . L a t e r she so overstays 
her welcome w i t h L o n d o n liberals ( 198) that w h e n she reappears 
several years later they hope she is not p l a n n i n g to stay w i t h them 
again ( 288 ) . H i l l e l a treats people as means to an end as she moves 
through them, d r o p p i n g them as they lose their usefulness. W e 
hear a number of snide comments that " H i l l e l a has never lost her 
instinct for avo id ing losers" ( 2 0 9 ) . T h e worst example m a y w e l l 
be her casual d r o p p i n g of her A m e r i c a n fiancé B r a d to "move 
o n " w i t h R e u e l . T h e commenta ry v i r tua l ly l inks this to mi l i t a ry 
necessity: "she told h i m w i t h true kindness, the impulse w i t h 
w h i c h her guerril las cared for some of the homeless a n d s tarving 
in their w a r " ( 2 6 3 ) . A n d earlier on the same page H i l l e l a has 
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said "wha t else is war? Y o u ' r e a v i c t i m , or you fight a n d make 
v i c t i m s " ( 2 6 3 ) . 
G o r d i m e r also stresses H i l l e l a ' s adaptabi l i ty and surv iva l i n -
stincts. T h e y are necessary because of the variety of settings into 
w h i c h the cause takes her, f rom testifying before the U S Congress 
to d r i n k i n g con tamina ted water w i t h guerril las i n the A f r i c a n 
bush. She makes use of everything i n her background , serving tea 
or A f r i c a n food to visitors as the occasion demands ; "there hasn't 
been any th ing she hasn't profi ted by, at one per iod or another" 
( 2 0 5 ) . She is a su rv ivo r : P a v e l notes " y o u are too clever for 
any th ing to happen to you , H i l l e l a " ( 2 3 1 , 2 3 2 - 3 ) . Gord imer ' s 
considerable emphasis on H i l l e l a ' s Jewish background underl ines 
these themes, th rough a d u a l evocat ion of the w a n d e r i n g J e w 
a n d the Holocaus t survivors. Ce r t a in ly G o r d i m e r has rarely i n the 
past p laced such emphasis on Jewishness i n her w r i t i n g about 
Sou th A f r i c a . 2 0 T h e evocat ion of the Holocaus t a n d its connect ion 
w i t h Sou th A f r i c a is expl ic i t w h e n K a r e l shows H i l l e l a the can of 
Z y k l o n B on his bookshelf i n memory of the treatment of death as 
"some ord ina ry . . . c o m m o d i t y , " a n d H i l l e l a cries — not for 
W h a i l a ' s recent death but for her o w n lost innocence as she faces 
"the necessity to deal i n death . . . meet ing death w i t h death, not 
flowers a n d memor ia l s " ( 2 2 7 - 8 ) . 
H i l l e l a is cer tainly ski l led at the m a n i p u l a t i o n of such l imi t ed 
sources of power as have been given to her. She trades on the 
death of W h a i l a as a source of credentials ( 2 1 7 ; see also 2 3 9 ) . 
H e r sexuality passes f rom being merely a source of pleasure and 
of t ru th to being something that can be m a n i p u l a t e d : "something 
new has been l e a r n e d . . . . O n e can offer, wi thout g iv ing . It's a 
fo rm of power" ( 1 9 8 ) . H e r sexual attractiveness helps get a id for 
A f r i c a : "lust is the best a i d raiser" ( 245 ) . L a t e r it is ins t rumenta l 
i n establishing her connect ion w i t h the Gene ra l (275 , 2 8 3 ) ; his 
son notes that "this one not only knew the need to move on, but 
also wha t she w o u l d not reveal to his father: wha t i t was neces-
sary to do, to b r i n g this about" ( 2 8 6 ) , w h i c h we understand to 
m e a n her t r ad ing o n her sexuality. M o r e o v e r , she is perfectly 
aware of wha t she is do ing . O n e of the attractions of her p lanned 
marr iage to B r a d , she thinks, is that there w o u l d be "no need to 
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w a t c h for what can be t raded — searching pockets for attributes : 
martyr ' s wife, expressive L a t i n eyes a n d large breasts" ( 2 6 0 ) . 
B u t i f these characteristics are necessary to H i l l e l a ' s pursuit of 
power, it is far f rom clear that G o r d i m e r endorses them. 
D o u b t about wha t G o r d i m e r endorses arises f rom the extreme 
distance w h i c h she establishes f rom her protagonist. M u c h of the 
nar ra t ion is i n shift ing third-person voices, frequently that of a 
biographer largely hostile to H i l l e l a . T h e biographer often suggests 
h o w little is k n o w n of her, a n d casts doubts on her worthiness. 
G o r d i m e r creates a double distance f rom her creat ion, then, by 
interposing another person, a n d by h a v i n g that other person pro-
fess ignorance a n d doubt . 
T h e epitome of this d is tancing a n d d isapproving m a y we l l be 
the biographer 's comment that l i t t le is k n o w n about H i l l e l a 
d u r i n g one per iod of her life, fo l lowed by the observation that 
[ i ] n the lives of the greatest, there are such lacunae — Chris t and 
Shakespeare disappear from and then reappear i n the chronicles 
that documentation and human memory provide. (100) 
G o r d i m e r distances herself by interposing the b iographer ; the 
b iographer creates further distance by te l l ing us h o w little is 
k n o w n ; a n d the absurd compar i son w i t h Chr i s t a n d Shakespeare 
creates further distance th rough its d i sapproving i rony. Ne i the r 
then nor by the end of the novel does the compar i son seem apt. 
N o r does the d i sapprov ing tone app ly only to H i l l e l a ' s hedo-
nistic you th when a l ibera l (or post-l iberal) au thor migh t w e l l 
disapprove of her creat ion. T h e recurr ing phrase "trust he r" a n d 
var ia t ions on it serve as a l i tmus. It carries a tone of d i sapprova l 
w h i c h increases over the course of the novel , s tar t ing as a c o m -
ment on her innocence but end ing as thoroughly snide. It first 
appears app l i ed to R e y w h e n he is w i t h a distrust ing group of 
blacks a n d H i l l e l a thinks innocent ly "Trust him! T r u s t h i m ! " 
( 115) . B u t we learn that R e y is eminent ly untrustworthy, aban-
d o n i n g H i l l e l a ( 1 2 9 ) , p l a y i n g the A N C against the P A C ( 1 3 8 ) , 
a n d probably ac t ing as an informer as w e l l ( 3 1 8 ) . F o r a w h i l e the 
phrase seems a genuine comment on H i l l e l a ' s trustworthiness, as 
i n the exiles' assessment that they can trust H i l l e l a ( 1 3 5 ) , a n d 
U d i ' s assessment that she can be trusted not to make mistakes by 
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danc ing her life away ( 1 5 2 ) . B u t it takes on snide tones i n the 
biographer 's report that H i l l e l a d i d we l l i n dis tancing herself f rom 
her whi te relatives by h a v i n g a black c h i l d a n d i n n a m i n g her 
daughter after W i n n i e M a n d e l a : " T r u s t her, as her enemies 
w o u l d r emark" ( 1 9 5 ) . L a t e r the phrase becomes increasingly 
snide as it refers to her success at social c l i m b i n g a n d her callous-
ness, to her gett ing in to a posi t ion where she can dispense grants 
(241 ) , to her protect ing herself f rom k n o w i n g the pa in her letters 
cause to B r a d (301 ) , a n d to her choosing as husband a president 
w h o manages his country w e l l ( 3 3 1 ) . 
O t h e r signs of the biographer 's d isapproval are c o m m o n . T h e 
biographer frequently points out H i l l e l a ' s callousness i n d u m p i n g 
people as she "moves o n . " T h e voice also suggests that she lies 
about her past : the b iographer reports H i l l e l a ' s usual story of how 
she met W h a i l a , says " W e l l , it 's not impossible ," a n d then sets 
about demol i sh ing the account by no t ing other versions H i l l e l a 
has to ld a n d by c i t ing reasons that the usual version is most u n -
l ikely ( 170-71 ) . T h e biographer also raises doubts about H i l l e l a ' s 
ma tur i ty a n d dedica t ion . W h e n she disappears f rom Eastern 
E u r o p e , the b iographer offers explanat ions d r a w n f rom the po l i -
tics of the l ibera t ion movement , but ends by suggesting that she 
m a y w e l l have left merely on a w h i m : " M a y b e she left as she h a d 
h i tched a lift to D u r b a n one afternoon after school . T h a t is a 
judgment that has to be considered. A harsh one" ( 2 3 6 ) . 
W h y a l l of this distance between G o r d i m e r and H i l l e l a ? The re 
is some sma l l possibility that G o r d i m e r intends the b iographer to 
embody Paul ine ' s lesson to C a r o l e : " W h e n y o u do what 's right, 
here . . . Y o u have to accept that y o u won ' t be popu la r — w i t h 
some people" ( 2 1 ) . B u t the d i sapprova l is too unre lent ing to bear 
no more than that as its point . A n d the point is du l l ed by the fact 
that G o r d i m e r establishes no distance between herself a n d the 
biographer 's poin t of v iew. G o r d i m e r herself seems at least a m b i -
valent about her creat ion a n d perhaps even d i s a p p r o v i n g . 2 1 
M u c h of wha t H i l l e l a has to do to achieve her success m a y we l l 
be distasteful to G o r d i m e r . O n e m a y we l l imagine that G o r d i m e r 
bemoans the d imin i shmen t of H i l l e l a ' s h u m a n i t y i n us ing people 
as means to an end a n d i n her g l ib acceptance of the need to 
make v ic t ims , however necessary that is to the seizure of power. 
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T h e distasteful means must be yet less attractive i f G o r d i m e r feels 
there is no guarantee of the end that H i l l e l a achieves th rough 
them. Indeed, i n a n u m b e r of Gord imer ' s recent works we see a 
sense that the future often betrays one's best hopes for it . 
W i t h the p a r d a l exception of the overly facile a n d unconv inc -
i n g t r i u m p h of the South A f r i c a n l iberat ion movement i n A Sport 
of Nature, G o r d i m e r ' s v is ion of the future has become increasingly 
pessimistic i n recent years. I n Burger's Daughter R o s a capitulates 
to agnosticism about the future w h i c h w i l l be designed by the 
ch i ld ren of Soweto. B u t her agnosticism is opt imist ic i n a w a y 
that has disappeared i n G o r d i m e r ' s later works. W h e n the future 
that the Smaleses have been w a i t i n g for arrives i n July's People, 
its reali ty is so f r ightening that they flee to a haven i n w h i c h they 
destroy both their present and their past, r u n n i n g i n the end to 
rejoin an u n k n o w n but almost certainly distasteful future. T h e 
col lect ion Something Out There ( 1 9 8 4 ) 2 2 is fu l l of tales of 
" d i m i n i s h m e n t " 2 3 a n d betrayal i n w h i c h the future turns out to be 
worse than imag ined . T h e township housewife i n " A C i t y of the 
D e a d , a C i t y of the L i v i n g " (SOT 9-26) betrays the fugit ive she 
a n d her husband have been sheltering. T h e holocaust survivors 
of "Sins of the T h i r d A g e " (SOT 65-77) remake their lives a n d 
p l a n their future, on ly to discover when it arrives that it has been 
empt ied by the husband's infideli ty. T h e wife i n " T e r m i n a l " 
(SOT 97-101) arrives at a future she h a d t r ied to avo id w h e n 
her husband revives her despite their pact to help each other 
c o m m i t suicide i n case of t e rmina l illness. T h e physicist a n d the 
wri ter i n " R a g s a n d Bones" (SOT 89-96) whose letters show they 
thought each other N o b e l Pr ize mater ia l tu rn out to have been 
non-entities. Gene ra l G i a n t i n " A t the Rendezvous of V i c t o r y " 
(SOT 27-38) creates a l iberated future for his people, only to 
discover that it is a future i n w h i c h he has no p l ace . 2 4 E v e n i n 
A Sport of Nature the l iberated South A f r i c a n future of " W h a i l a ' s 
C o u n t r y " seems little l ikely to become H i l l e l a ' s u topia . T h e Presi-
dent w h o is g iv ing such useful advice to the new rulers a n d whose 
country is so wide ly praised sti l l has " a prison where ind iv idua l s 
designated Enemies of the People are h e l d , " s t i l l sees "the occa-
sional expuls ion of a miscreant foreign journal i s t" a n d st i l l has a 
son "feared a n d k n o w n by the designated Enemies of the People 
WHITE SOUTH AFRICAN OPTIONS 91 
as the President 's hi t m a n " (331 ) . A n d G o r d i m e r indicates that 
whi te conservatives a n d industrialists w i l l do very we l l , thank you , 
under the new Sou th A f r i c a n regime (339, 3 4 0 ) . 
W e cannot be surprised i f G o r d i m e r is less than enthusiastic 
about advoca t ing distasteful means justified by ends to be found 
i n a n uncer ta in a n d p robab ly distasteful future. It is a measure of 
the horror of the Sou th A f r i c a n past a n d present that she has 
brought herself to such advocacy ; but that does not m e a n that she 
has to l ike wha t she advocates. B u t where then is the inf luent ia l 
v is ion of a role for whites to come from? 
NOTES 
1 F o r comments on earlier drafts I a m grateful to Susan K i r s c h n e r and to 
the editor of this issue. R e m a i n i n g errors and weaknesses are my own 
responsibility. 
2 T h e point is not a "narcissistic focus . . . on the importance of white i n -
volvement . . . [ in a] paternalistic posturing [which] . . . downplayfs] the 
role of black South Africans i n the achievement of their own indepen-
dence," as Jennifer Krauss has it in her " A c t i v i s m l o i , " rev. of A Sport 
of Nature, The New Republic 18 M a y 1987: 33. Rather the point is to 
recognize both that blacks w i l l make the revolution i n South A f r i c a and 
that whites now have the power there. T o hope for a white role which 
shortens the struggle need not be narcissistic or paternalistic, nor need it 
downplay the role of blacks. See, for example, the role envisioned for 
whites by Steve Biko i n " W h i t e R a c i s m a n d Black Consciousness" i n 
H e n d r i k W . van der M e r w e and D a v i d Welsh, eds. Student Perspectives 
on South Africa (Cape T o w n : D a v i d P h i l i p , 1972), reprinted in Steve 
Biko, I Write What I Like ( N e w Y o r k : H a r p e r & R o w , 1978) 65-66: 
M o s t white dissident groups are aware of the power wielded by the 
white power structure. . . . W h y then do they persist in talking to the 
blacks? Since they are aware that the problem i n this country is white 
racism, who do they not address themselves to the white world? . . . T h e 
l iberal must fight on his own and for himself. . . . T h e y must realise that 
they themselves are oppressed, and that they must fight for their own 
freedom and not that of the nebulous " they" w i t h whom they can 
hardly c la im identification. 
3 N a d i n e Gordimer , A Sport of Nature (New Y o r k : A l f r e d A . K n o p f , 
1987). F u r t h e r references to this novel w i l l be incorporated i n the text. 
* N a d i n e Gordimer , Burger's Daughter ( N e w Y o r k : Penguin Books, i g 8 o ) . 
F u r t h e r references to this novel w i l l be abbreviated as BD and incorpo-
rated in the text. 
5 F o r a further development of this argument, see R i c h a r d Peck, " O n e 
Foot before the O t h e r into an U n k n o w n F u t u r e : T h e Dia lect ic i n Nadine 
Gordimer's Burger's Daughter," WLWE. Forthcoming. 
e T h i s saves her work from the weakness suggested by Diane Johnson: 
"since there is no defense on [sic] apartheid, i t can seem that something 
obvious is being advanced w i t h great righteousness." " L i v i n g Legends," 
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rev. of A Sport of Nature, New York Review of Books 16 J u l y 1987: 8. 
G o r d i m e r is less interested in delineating the nature of the problem of 
apartheid than she is in searching for solutions to it, condemning false 
solutions as she goes. 
M o r e worthy of Gordimer 's moral vehemence are those who know better 
but line up on the wrong side. T h u s , the only conservative in her recent 
fiction who receives Gordimer 's fu l l v i tr io l is the slick apologist for 
apartheid, Brandt V e r m e u l i n , in Burger's Daughter. O n the "merciless 
dissection" which G o r d i m e r gives to Rosa's encounters w i t h V e r m e u l i n , 
see Robert Boyers, " P u b l i c and Private: O n Burger's Daughter," Salma-
gundi 62 ( 1984) : 77. 
Peck, " O n e Foot before the O t h e r . " 
Krauss, " A c t i v i s m 101": 34. 
Other examples include those on pages 52-3, 65-70, 89-91, 101, 107, 112, 
and 114. 
Gordimer's emphasis on Hi l le la 's physical love throughout the novel seems 
meant to suggest the bankruptcy of ideologies in the South A f r i c a n setting 
by giving value to the most elemental emotions stripped of the baggage of 
ideology. Certainly there is much emphasis throughout the novel on the 
"truthfulness" which H i l l e l a finds in the act of love, a truthfulness greater 
than that to be found i n merely verbal expressions of love. See, for ex-
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